Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on Blue Growth: Enhancing sustainable growth in the EU's marine, maritime transport and tourism sectors, adopted by the Commission on 8 October 2013
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6.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:

The resolution is very supportive of the initiative and encourages the Commission, and the Member States, to develop and implement the different dimensions of Blue Growth.

It welcomes the Commission's Communication
 on Blue Growth as the maritime dimension of the Europe 2020 strategy. It also reiterates Parliament's support for the Integrated Maritime Policy, and stresses that the promotion of this policy remains the primary means for enhancing blue growth (§1-16). The Resolution also highlights the contribution of Maritime Spatial Planning (MSP) and Integrated Coastal Management (ICM) to blue growth (§17-22). A challenge of particular importance when maximising the benefits associated with blue growth is the need to ensure that the workforce has the necessary skills for the emerging maritime sectors, so that blue growth is synonymous with high-employment growth (§ 23-30). The importance of research and innovation for the blue economy is also addressed by the resolution (§31-36).

Furthermore, the resolution devotes special attention to two areas in relation with Blue Growth:

· Shipping and shipbuilding (§37-50): on shipping, the resolution emphasises the need for less "red tape". Concerning shipbuilding, the resolution underlines, among other issues, the need for cleaner vessels;

· Maritime and coastal tourism (§51-67): the resolution emphasises the prominent role in the tourism economy of the EU and the economy of coastal areas, and points to the major challenges that this sector has to face, such as lack of infrastructure, lack of diversification and innovation, unskilled personnel, high demands as regards sustainability, and compliance with environmental commitments.

Besides maritime and coastal tourism, the resolution also addresses the other four sectors identified in the Communication on Blue Growth, i.e. blue energy, aquaculture (and fisheries), marine mineral extraction and blue biotechnology:

· Blue energy (§68-74): the resolution underlines the potential of this sector in the fight against climate change, in diversifying energy sources and in providing jobs in maritime regions.

· Fisheries and aquaculture (§75-80): aquaculture, and fisheries, should contribute to sustainable food production. Aquaculture production has a particular role to play in this endeavour as it can help to reduce overfishing while generating new jobs. A simplified and integrated regulatory environment, as well as adequate funding, is a key factor for the development of these subsectors.

· Marine mineral extraction (§81-83): for this sector, the resolution underlines the need to strike the necessary balance between promoting growth, while at the same time protecting the environment. More specifically, the resolution considers that alternative activities to sea mining, such as recycling of raw and rare earth materials, should be promoted.

· Blue biotechnology (§84-87): this industry has a high economic potential, also because of the widely undiscovered deep-sea biological resources. Nevertheless, there is a need for caution when exploring this highly sensitive eco-system, and for a careful, science based assessment of the related risks (health, environment). Because of the level of scientific know-how and of the expensive equipment required, public-private partnerships, as well as cross-border cooperation, should be promoted.

7.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:

This resolution signals Parliament's broad support for the Blue Growth initiative, as the maritime dimension of the Europe 2020 strategy. Also important to note is that, in its resolution, Parliament reiterates its support for the Integrated Maritime Policy, and welcomes the Commission's initiatives, such as a proposal for a Directive establishing a framework for maritime spatial planning and integrated coastal management (COM(2013) 133 final of 12.3.2013), to further develop this policy.

A large number of policy requests are in line with the current and planned work of the Commission. Notably, the Commission will react to the following positions of the Parliament expressed in the resolution:

As regards the request to consider establishing free zones to reduce the tax burden and attracting foreign direct investment in islands areas (§8), the Commission wants to point out that it is for Member States to establish such zones.

With regard to the Black Sea (§10), Commission services, in close cooperation with the External Action Service, are developing tailor-made maritime actions to meet the specific needs and characteristics of the Black Sea, in line with the overall principles of the EU internal and external instruments and policies. Consolidating existing activities and enhancing the opportunities for cooperation with the partners in the Black Sea region constitutes a natural step towards a wider EU strategy for the sea basin which will be put in place in the right moment.

In relation to marine litter (§14), the Commission shares Parliament's concern on environmental impacts of such litter, and the need for action at international and European level on the means by which this can be reduced, including through the programmes of measures required by the Marine Strategy Framework Directive.

The Commission shares Parliament's view that there is a need to ensure that best practices are disseminated and that lessons are learned from preparatory actions in Maritime Spatial Planning and Integrated Coastal Management (§19). The Commission is organising a series of stakeholder workshops to assess the benefits and challenges of Maritime Spatial Planning for specific maritime sectors and activities. The workshops will aim to draw conclusions on the specific needs and best practices on cross-sector cooperation.

Concerning Parliament's request to help Member States launch plans to map and survey wrecked ships and submerged archaeological sites (§22), the EMODNet (European Marine Observation and Data Network) initiative includes a number of hydrography, seabed Mapping and bathymetry projects that aim at compiling geographical information system layers. One of these layers, the "underwater features" layer, incorporates information on wrecks.

Regarding "Maritime skills and employment", the Commission agrees with Parliament that a skilled workforce is essential for the maritime economy and to maximise the benefits associated with blue growth (§26, 27 and 29). As an example, one of the priorities of the Commission's Communication on an Action Plan for a Maritime Strategy in the Atlantic (COM(2013) 279 of 15.5.2013) is "improving skills in traditional Atlantic industries, such as shipbuilding, aquaculture and fisheries, as well as in the emerging sectors of the blue economy".

As to the importance of "Research and innovation" for the maritime economy and the related requests (§33, 34 and 35) under this heading of the resolution, the Commission has drawn up a first “Strategic Programme” that highlights the main features of the rollout of Horizon 2020 and will guide its implementation over the first three years, specifically in the detailed preparation of the “Work Programmes”. One of the twelve focus areas of the 2014-2016 "Strategic Programme" is "Blue growth: unlocking the potential of the oceans”. This focus area covers five cross-cutting priority domains supporting the Blue Growth Agenda: 1) valorising the diversity of marine life; 2) sustainable harvesting the deep-sea resources; 3) new offshore challenge; 4) ocean observation technologies; 5) the socioeconomic dimension.

In relation to shipping, the Commission has taken initiatives to reduce red tape (§37-38). In its Communication "Blue Belt: a Single Transport Area for Shipping" (COM(2013) 512 final of 8.7.2013), the Commission has set out two key proposals to ease formalities for shipping by amending the existing Customs Code (CCIP, Customs Code Implementing Provisions). A further simplification for the application procedure of the "regular shipping service", a customs facilitation scheme for vessels carrying mainly EU goods and sailing to the same European ports on a regular basis, is a first part of the package. The second part of the package will consist in a new tool, the so-called eManifest, a harmonised electronic cargo manifest based on the existing forms.

In relation to the "Motorways of the Sea" program (§40), the Commission is planning on assessing its outcomes and look into its further development and prospects.

To address shipping emissions (§44), the Commission adopted on 28 June 2013 a Communication "Integrating maritime transport emissions in the EU's greenhouse gas reduction policies" (COM(2013) 479 final), setting out a strategy for progressively including greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions from maritime transport in the EU's policy for reducing its overall GHG emissions. As a first step in implementing this strategy, the Commission has proposed a Regulation which would establish an EU-wide system for the monitoring, reporting and verification (MRV) of carbon dioxide ( CO2) emissions from large ships starting in 2018. Consistent with international cooperation in this area, the EU system of MRV for shipping emissions is designed as a concrete contribution to building an international system. First steps in this direction have recently been taken at the International Maritime Organisation (IMO), with active support from the EU and partner countries.

As to the issue of visas and tourism (§56), on 7 November 2012 the Commission adopted a Communication that examines how the implementation and development of a common visa policy can spur growth in the European Union. The Communication "Implementation and development of the common visa policy to spur growth in the EU" (COM(2012) 649 final) clearly mentions the need "to consider the economic impact of visa policy on the wider EU economy, and in particular on tourism". As foreseen in the legal provisions, the Commission is currently reviewing the Visa Code, and a legislative proposal including changes will be tabled before the end of the year.

Concerning upgrading ports and ports infrastructure (§58), the Commission launched on 23 May 2013 a new initiative to improve port operations and onward transport connections at 319 key seaports along Europe’s coastline (see the Commission Communication "Ports: an engine for growth", COM(2013) 295 final). The guidelines and legal changes proposed will help port operators upgrade their services and facilities, as well as giving them more financial autonomy.

With regard to the impacts of Directive 2006/123/EC (§62) the Commission adopted on 8 June 2012 a Communication on the implementation of the Services Directive (COM(2012) 261 final). The accompanying document "Detailed information on the implementation of Directive 2006/123/EC on services in the internal Market" (SWD(2012) 148 final) included an assessment of the economic impacts of the Directive. The initial Commission proposal for the Directive (COM(2004) 2 final of 13 January 2004) also included an extended impact assessment. The Commission does not intend to carry out a further impact assessment specifically focused on SMEs and beyond what was examined in the impact assessment of 2004, whose conclusions remain valid, also because an amendment to the Directive is not foreseen in the short term.

On "ancient trade routes" (§63) and their potential for diversifying tourism products and reducing the seasonal nature of tourism in coastal and island areas, the Joint Management Program 2013-2014 between the Council of Europe and the European Commission (DG ENTR) aims at completing the work achieved so far and carry out further actions to increase the capacities and outreach of the Council of Europe’s cultural routes. The Commission will explore, within the framework of the Joint programme, the possibility to focus on maritime and coastal tourism issues, developing tourist packages for the cruise and nautical sectors, in order to boost the visits of the hinterland and to discover local cultural heritage and products.

New specific transnational projects/ cultural itinerary on this topic of maritime and coastal tourism can be developed furthermore in the forthcoming years.

Sustainable maritime, island and coastal tourism (§64) and initiatives that encourage the diversification of coastal, maritime and marine tourism, help make tourist activities and employment less seasonal and stimulate adaptation to climate change are of special relevance for blue growth. In this regard, the Commission will assess the possibility to enhance current or planned initiatives, such as the “Calypso Plus” or the EDEN (European Destinations of Excellence) by including a maritime dimension.

Concerning Parliament's request on the Virtual Tourism Observatory (§. 67), the Commission will explore possibilities for including dedicated indicators on coastal and maritime tourism in this observatory.

The Commission agrees with Parliament that blue energy is an asset for the European maritime economy and that sea basin strategies can contribute to realising its potential (§71). An illustration of how sea basin strategies can help realise the potential of blue energy is provided in the Commission's Communication on an Action Plan for a Maritime Strategy in the Atlantic (COM(2013) 279 of 15.5.2013). In this Action Plan, the exploitation of the renewable energy potential of the Atlantic area's marine and coastal environment has been identified as a specific objective under "Priority 2: Protect, secure and develop the potential of the Atlantic marine and coastal environment". With regard to Outermost Regions in the Atlantic, the Action Plan, under the aforementioned specific objective, proposes to consider ways to accelerate the deployment of sustainable offshore renewable energy by encouraging the harnessing of the special geological, oceanographic and meteorological conditions of these regions in order to help them achieve energy self-sufficiency and meet carbon emission reduction targets.

The Commission is committed to develop the blue energy (or ocean energy) sector and to maintain the EU's leadership in this area (§72). In the "Limassol Declaration" adopted by the Member States and the Commission on 7 October 2012, a commitment was made to "contribute to the objectives of the Europe 2020 Strategy with respect to carbon emissions and renewable energy, and create new employment opportunities by increasing marine renewable energy production, so as to strengthen the EU's global leadership position".

The Commissions very much welcomes Parliament's support for the development of the EU's aquaculture industry. With regard to offshore aquaculture (§78), the Commission's Communication on "Strategic Guidelines for the sustainable development of EU aquaculture" (COM(2013) 229 final of 29.4.2013) proposes specific targets, for the Commission and for Member States, to secure the sustainable development and growth of aquaculture through coordinated spatial planning. Furthermore, the Commission's proposal for a Directive establishing a framework for maritime spatial planning and integrated coastal management (COM(2013) 133 final of 12.3.2013) identifies fostering the sustainable development and growth of the fisheries and aquaculture sector as one of the objectives of maritime spatial plans and integrated coastal management strategies (Article 5). The proposed Directive also specifies, under Article 8 on "Specific minimum requirements for integrated coastal management strategies", that Member States shall take into consideration aquaculture, among other activities, when establishing integrated coastal management strategies.

Marine mineral extraction is an area that might present a number of challenges in relation to the sustainable exploitation of resources from the ocean floor. The Commission agrees with Parliament that the environmental dimension needs to be mainstreamed into any Blue Growth initiative, as these inevitably impact onto a fragile marine environment (§82). The Commission intends to carry out an impact assessment and public consultation on marine mineral extraction, and will, on the basis of the results, consider relevant policy options at EU level. As to research, the Seventh Framework Programme includes a call for proposals, for the year 2013, for projects that will assess the feasibility and the impacts of mining and processing under difficult conditions in extreme environments, such as seabed mining. The Commission also agrees with Parliament that there is a need to step up recycling efforts (§83); nevertheless, it will prove very difficult to secure, exclusively on the basis of recycled of raw and rare earth materials, the steady supply of raw materials that the industry requires. For that reason the Commission views marine mineral extraction as one of the various options in securing such supply.

Finally, concerning blue biotechnology the Commission intends to launch a public consultation on the issues surrounding this sector, including those raised in the Resolution (§86). The Commission will also carry out a study to better understand the potential of the Blue Biotechnology sectors and consider relevant policy options at EU level with a view to stimulating and enhancing these industries to foster Blue Growth.
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